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chapter one 


| don't know how we ended up having to do this gig at a frat house, and just for free beer, no money! We were 
a signed band. Granted, we didn't have an album out and no one knew who we were, not any more people than 
knew before we got signed. This was a gig we agreed to do before the whole Geffen signing thing, so here we 


were. 


There were a lot of college jocks here, and they were tan and had huge muscles and short hair and they wore 
clean, neatly pressed, brand new clothes. We didn't have a whole lot in common with them. They mostly stood 
around the room with their arms crossed, skeptical looks on their faces. Did we care? Not really. We'd been in 
places where we weren't what people expected or wanted to see, and we just played our songs our way, and 


maybe we got bottles and cigarette butts pelted at us. 


They all seemed distant and stand offish but whoever booked a rock r' roll band for this end of the semester 
party or whatever it was, they must have expected something like us. Or maybe not. Maybe they wanted The 
Clash. And Axl's outfit wasn't helping. 


He was wearing black leather ass-less chaps with some codpiece thing to cover his dick, and a leopard print 
vest, and high heeled black boots, and his hair was teased up, and he wore make-up. He wasn't alone in that, 


we all did, except Stevie who only teased up his hair. Slash had on black nail polish and Izzy had glittery blue 
eye shadow on that was barely visible beneath his spiky black hair, but Axl was pushing this androgynous 
thing, especially at a party of frat jocks who looked less than amused. | figured he chose this outfit on purpose 
to piss them off. 


But we played to the lackluster response, none of us really caring, and Axl's voice was cracking on the high 
notes. Slash's solos were going on for a little longer than usual, making Axl glare at him, but Slash never 
noticed this. If he was in the mood to push his solo a little further that was what he did. Stevie bounced and 
smiled and hit those drums in his swaggering little rhythm, and then finally our set was done, and we were all 


dripping with sweat like we'd just played a stadium. 


We wandered out into the crowd with all these uptight jocks with rich parents who foot the bill for the college 
tuition and their cars and their preppy brand new clothes. There was a keg of beer in the corner of the yard 


and we all got a red solo cup full of it. 


"Where's the fucking bathroom in this place?" Axl asked one of the short haired, preppy jocks. He was taller 
than Axl even though Axl wore high heels, and he looked at him with a mixture of wonder, revulsion, and 


curiosity. 


‘Its upstairs, last door at the end of the hallway," he said, and Axl thanked him and set his cup down on the 


wooden picnic table the keg was on. | watched the jock watch Axl walk toward the house. 


| might have drank too much. | had a habit of doing that, and this was only beer. | was used to having a lot of 


vodka with my beer. Drinking this beer was like drinking water, and it wasn't touching me. 


We had started our set when it was light out and finished when the sun was setting, and now it was full dark. 
Tiki torches were lit, and the floodlights on the back of the house were turned on, and | kept drinking, we all 
did. | talked to some of these guys, finding out their majors and all that kind of shit. 


We were all drinking, smoking pot, doing a few lines of coke. Now that our job was done we were at this party 
with a bunch of people we would never have come into contact with ordinarily. It was kind of cool to be in 


their academic, frat world for a night. 


It occurred to me that | hadn't seen Axl in awhile. | looked around for him and didn't see him among the tanned 
muscled jocks, where he would have stood out like a sore thumb with his pale skin and his jutting hipbones and 
his hair teased up like a girl's. 


| made my way over to Slash, who was listening to one of the jocks talk about some football game he had 
made the winning play in. Slash was nodding and sipping from his cup and smoking between sips, and he cocked 


his head when he saw me coming over. 


"Hey, man, have you seen Axl lately?" | said, downing the rest of my beer. It was like my tenth friggin’ cup of 
the stuff. 


"No," Slash said, the word stretched out in his lazy way. | shook my head, thinking | shouldn't worry about Axl, 
he could take care of himself. Mostly. But where the fuck was he? It was Axl, after all, and he could be 
anywhere. He could have found one of these college girls to hook up with, he could have went home. No one 


really knew what he would do at any given moment. 


So | had another drink and another line of coke and tried not to worry about Axl. 


| had to take a piss like crazy, but the combination of gallons of beer and a few more lines of coke than usual 
made me not want to go into the house with those glaring lights and people | didn't know and everything. I'd 
rather just piss outside with no one around and then go back to the dimly lit yard and drink until | passed out. 


| went around the side of the house and found a secluded spot and pissed for what felt like an hour, and | was 
all set to go back to the party when | heard a noise. It was like a whimper, or a little cry, and at first | 
thought it was some injured animal that had crawled over from the road, maybe it had got hit by a car or 
something. | looked around and saw Axl sitting up against the side of the house, his knees pulled to his chest, 


smoking. His make-up was all smudged, the mascara black and raccoon like around his eyes. 


"There you are," | said, going over to him, and then | stopped short. There seemed to be more wrong than just 
his smudged make-up. He held his knees tightly to his chest and took fast little puffs of the cigarette, and 


when he was done with it he tossed it and immediately lit another one. 


"What's wrong?" | said stepping toward him, and he jerked slightly at my approach and | heard his breathing 
speed up just a little bit, and there was this distant fear in his eyes. Was he afraid of me? 


"Nothing," he said, and his voice was strangely flat. And he didn't look at me. He looked straight ahead, out 


toward the road. And he smoked like he was never going to stop. 


"Where have you been?" | said, thinking of the last time | had seen him. He had been walking toward the house 
to use the bathroom up on the second floor. 


"Just here," he said in the same flat tone, and he still looked out over the road and not at me, and | sat next 


to him and noticed that he was shaking just slightly. What the fuck? 


"Do you want to come back to the party?" | said, thinking it was probably the last thing he wanted to do, but | 
couldn't figure out why. He looked like something had happened, something bad, but what the fuck? What had 


happened in just an hour, an hour and a half? 


He didn't talk but he shook his head no, and now | saw tears in his eyes that spilled over his lower lids, 
smudging the make-up even more. | noticed how the light from the streetlight gleamed in his tears. 


chapter 2 


| went back to the party without Axl. | shrugged it off. He was moody, | knew this, and like my anxiety | knew 
he couldn't help it. Who ever knew what set him off. 


| grabbed another cup and filled it and found a nip of vodka to splash in my beer. | stood around the yard of 
that frat house in the flickering light from a fire and the distant shine of an outside spotlight. 


"Dude, did you find Axl?" Slash said, his vowels getting more stretched out the drunker he got. | nodded and 
sipped my drink. 


"So where is he?" Slash said. He was lounging back in a lawn chair, his boots resting on the metal edge of it. He 


sipped his drink and smoked beneath his hair. 


"He's out front," | said, shifting from one foot to the other. | could feel the heels of my boots starting to sink 


into the grass. 


"What's he doing?" Slash said, and he seemed oddly persistent. Slash was usually more go with the flow. He 
knew as well as | did that you couldn't predict Axl. So | just shrugged, tired of talking about Axl suddenly, tired 
of thinking about him. Something about this particular mood swing was bothering me, but | couldn't put my 
finger on it. So | did what | did more and more often lately. | drank until | could forget. 


| didn't see much of Axl in the next few days. He disappeared sometimes. We all shrugged it off and went 
about our business of rehearsing and playing a few gigs that we had booked before the whole signing with the 
major label thing. It sucked without Axl but it wasn't really a big deal. Me and Izzy could handle the vocals. We 
muddled through. 


We were preparing for one of the last of our club gigs before we had to settle down to get the debut album 
done in earnest, and | thought Axl was going to be a no show yet again. But he showed up backstage at the 


last minute, his hair tied back with a blue bandana, a scowl on his face. 


"Jesus, you finally fucking showed up," Slash said, but it was lazy and without any bite. Axl glared at him and 
didn't say anything. | observed the two of them, Slash looking disinterestedly away, Axl still glaring at him, his 
hands in two tight fists. 


"Let's just go," Axl said, tilting his chin in the direction of the stage. | noticed how he was dressed a lot 
different than he was at our frat gig. His hair was straight and trapped beneath the bandana, and he wore a 
T-shirt under a leopard print vest, and the codpiece over his leather pants, and not the ass-less ones. He wore 
the ones Erin got him with the rawhide tie in the front. Instead of the black high-heeled boots he wore his 


snakeskin boots with the chains around them. 


"Yeah, let's go," | said, trying to diffuse a situation | didn't think Slash was even aware of. Axl looked like he 


wanted to punch someone, and Slash's smartass remark made him a perfect candidate. 


The show had been going fine, up to a point. That point was when someone in the audience managed to piss Axl 


off, which looked like it would be ridiculously easy to do today. 


"Hey! Hey, youl" Axl said, stopping mid-song to yell at some drunk punk in the front row. His feet were spread 
wide and he held the microphone like a weapon 


"Yeah, you! Say that again!" Axl said, his eyes narrowed to slits,the microphone held back and away from his 
body. 


"You little fucking punk!" Axl said, and slammed the microphone down, balanced on the top of one of the amps 
at the edge of the stage, and leaped into the audience. He got in a few wild punches until the club bouncer 
waded in and broke it up. He dragged Axl off the kid and tried to get him back on the stage, but Axl was 
having none of it. He violently shrugged out of the bouncer's grasp and whirled around, the bandana slipping 
lower on his forehead and most of his hair coming free of it. 


"Fuck youl" he said, and then climbed back on the stage himself, and walked backstage, leaving us and the 
audience to stare after him. 


chapter 3 


| winced, feeling the hangover. | couldn't even fool myself that I'd stop drinking at this point, but the hangovers, 
like the static on a TV. station inside of my head, that static diffused with pain, it was hard to take. It would 
be nice to not feel this way, but early in the day the drinks started looking good. 


| poured myself cranberry juice and vodka and sipped it, feeling it begin to erode the static hangover, and | felt 
better. | lit a cigarette, trying to balance nicotine and caffeine and alcohol in my bloodstream, it was always a 
balancing act. Halfway through my first cigarette and after two cups of coffee and my vodka and cranberry 
juice pretty well emptied | felt better. Almost normal. When | was free of the aching in my body for a moment 
my thoughts turned to Axl. 


Something was off with him. Nothing was really out of the ordinary. He disappeared for a few days, that was 
normal. He was flipping out, starting fights, yelling at everyone near him. That was normal, too. But still, 
something about it nagged at me. There was a different quality to it. | finished my cigarette and tried to put it 


out of my head. Axl was too complicated to figure out in one hung-over morning. 


The gigs were over for now, although we were half planning on doing a few more under a different name. It 
would still be us doing our music but without Geffen telling us what to do. 


| looked around the living room, hoping to drag someone with me to a bar. The only one here was Axl, and he 


sat on the couch slumped down into himself, wearing jeans and a sweatshirt, the hood up over his hair. 
"Axl, let's go to a bar," | said, and he didn't respond. He kept staring at the T.V. 
"Axl?" | said, coming closer. He looked at me now, his expression dull. This wasn't like him. 


"Huh? What?" he said. 


"A bar. Lets go to one," | said, wanting to go, and if he shrugged me off and refused to go I'd go alone, but 
that wasn't as fun. 


"Yeah, okay," he said, and he slowly stood up. 


We went to one of the crowded bars on Sunset and managed to find a few seats at a table, and Axl slid onto 
one, his boots hooked into the rungs under the chair. He still wore the sweatshirt but he took the hood off, 
and his hair kept falling into his face. He moved his head quick to get it off his forehead. 


"lll be right back," | told him, not even asking him what he wanted. | was just going to get us a couple of beers, 
because | was trying to drink less. Less vodka. Beer and wine were better, they had less alcohol content. I'd still 
drink, but less. Axl usually just had beer, and he didn't seem like he cared, staring off toward the door, stil 
kind of shrunk inside himself inside the sweatshirt he wore. 


| got our beers and weaved back between all the drunk people to where Axl was, spilling a few drops on the 
floor. But the beers mostly stayed in the glasses, the bubbles rushing up toward the top of the glasses like 
they were in a little race. | set our beers down on the table and Axl stared at his for a second before taking 


it and swallowing almost half of it down. 

"Thirsty?" | said, gulping my own beer down almost as fast. 

He finished his beer a second later and then set the glass down, and he fidgeted inside the sweatshirt, his gaze 
drifting off toward the bar. | narrowed my eyes at him, feeling like something was really wrong but unable to 
figure it out. What was it? 


"lll get us more," he said, hopping down off the stool, pulling the sweatshirt down and flipping his hair out of 
his eyes again. Before | could answer he had pushed his way through the crowd to get to the bar. 


Several beers and shots in| saw his eyes getting glazed, and the hunched up set to his shoulders loosening. | 
was more drunk than him, probably, because | had been drinking since | woke up, but | could drink more so it 


was hard to say. 


| was at that point where discretion wasn't much of a consideration, yet alert enough to try and still figure 


shit out. The perfect balance. | remembered hearing somewhere that alcohol was the social lubricant. 


"Whats wrong?" | said, watching him down a shot of something amber colored and still, and | noticed the silver 


line that encircled the top of the shot glass. 


"Nothing," he said, the word out of his mouth so fast that | didn't believe him. | remembered seeing him 
clutching his knees and smoking in the front of that frat house, his make-up all smudged under his eyes. 


"C'mon, Axl, something's up. What is it? | can tell, you know?" 


"Nothing's wrong, okay?" he said, and there was real anger edging his words. | nodded, not believing him. | was 


just uncertain how to push it further. 


chapter 4 


| was drunker than | figured I'd be, but that usually happened. When | was this drunk | could admit that there 
was really no controlling this drinking, whether | drank beer or wine or pure shots of vodka, it was out of my 


control. 


| squinted at Axl sitting across from me at the little table, our empty glasses littering the small space. He had 
a days worth of red beard stubble on his chin and cheeks, and it made him look haggard. | was sure | looked no 
better with my own blond beard stubble on my pale face, my blond hair that was dyed even blonder hanging 


limp in front of my eyes. 


"You know, you can..you can say nothing is wrong all you want..but | know that something is," | was hanging 
onto this thought by the thinnest of threads, but something made me want to get it out of him, like removing 
a sliver that was caught under delicate layers of skin 


He dropped his head, his hair falling down toward the table, and | saw the slight shudder that went through 


him. Then he looked up again, glaring at me. 
"Duff, | told you..! fucking told you..nothing is wrong. I'm fine, goddamnit," 
"Yeah, right. What about, what about what happened at the fucking..the thing..that frat house gig we had?" 


He didn't say anything to that, he just looked at me steadily from across the table, daring me with his eyes to 


say more. 


The hangovers | got were a new level of hangover. They weren't the slight twinge of a dull headache that 
would evaporate with a few aspirin and a cup of coffee. These were teeth grinding, shaking, wouldn't go away 


until | had a shot of something hangovers, and | knew this was a problem. | knew | was a fucking alcoholic. | just 


didn't know what to do about it. 


The mid afternoon sun coming in through the windows without curtains felt like daggers going into my eyes, 
and | wanted to promise someone | wouldn't drink anymore, like God or my mom, but | couldn't make that 


promise. | went to the refrigerator and prayed that there was something with some alcohol content in there. 


There were a few fingers of vodka in the cheap plastic economy bottle, and | swigged them down, feeling the 
blessed burn of it down my throat, and the shaking and the steel edged headache went away. 


Fucking Axl. Every time | could think clearly | thought about him, and whatever had happened to him at that 
party. Maybe one of those drunk frat jocks raped him up in that house. | remembered those ass-less chaps 
he had worn that night, the high-heeled boots, the teased hair, the make-up. Axl was pretty androgynous even 


in a T-shirt and jeans, never mind when he played it up. Fuck | felt cold inside of myself. Thats what happened. 


What should | do? Maybe nothing. What was there to do? Shit like this happened. | went into the living room 
where he was sleeping on the couch, all curled up under a scratchy Mexican blanket. | let him sleep off the 
hangover, afraid to wake him, afraid to talk to him now that | knew for sure, for pretty sure, what happened 
to him. 


chapter 5 


Man, could Axl sleep. It was like four in the afternoon and he was still asleep, curled up into himself on that 
couch. But sometimes he stayed up for days. It was kind of a fucked up schedule, but we were all on this 
fucked up schedule. 


| stood in the doorway between the living room and the kitchen, watching him. | thought about the frat house, 
the way it looked all lit up from the dark yard, the white clapboards surrounding the yellow lit windows, the 
thick rugs that lined the hallways and the stairs, the scuffed hardwood floors. | remembered seeing Axl walk 
toward that house, his hair all teased up, the high heeled boots almost sinking into the soft grass of the yard, 
until he reached the cement patio and then they clicked on it, like some woman walking to work or the stores, | 
could hear that click click of his heels on the cement until he disappeared inside the house. 


It was time for a drink. 


I'd had a few drinks just to chase away the hangover, to still the shaking and the steel rod headache, but it 
was four, which was almost five, and it was perfectly acceptable to drink at this time. There was nothing 


depraved about it. | gazed at Axl for a second longer, seeing how his red hair spread out over the dark colors 


of the Mexican blanket, and then | went into the kitchen to see what | could find. 


Backstage at the gig that was booked under another name, just so Geffen would get off our back My blond 
hair was teased up to the stratosphere, and Slash's wild curls were flattened under the top hat he stole from 
some second hand store somewhere near Hollywood, and Izzy leaned against the wall, stoned out of his mind. 


Steven glared at us, and at the door that lead to the parking lot. 


"Where the fuck is he?" he said, and Izzy looked up under his spiky black hair, his pupils pinpoints and stoned. 
Slash took a sip of Jack Daniels and said nothing. 


"He'll be here," | said, feeling compelled to defend Axl, although | wasn't so sure he'd be here. But that wasn't 
the point. | thought Steven should cut him some slack. 


He glared at me, the scowl on his usually sunny, smiling face could only be put there by Axl and Axl's actions, 


or lack of actions. 


At this point it didn't matter if me and Izzy did the vocals, it would be fine. Not great but doable. | was 
prepared to do that. The only one who was getting all worked up about Axl possibly not being here was Steven. 


"| mean, c'mon, man, we had planned this fucking gig and he can't even show up?" 


"Sometimes he's late. You know how he is," | said, feeling alone under Steven's assault of Axl. Izzy and Slash 


were too out of it to care. 


"Yeah, | know how he is. Fucking irresponsible, that's how he is. How many fucking times has he done this, just 


left us here and he can't even fucking bother to show up?" 
"Look, if he doesn't show up me and Izzy can do the vocals-" 


"Yeah, well, you shouldn't have to! If he could, fucking, get it together and not be such a complete fuckhead all 
the time-" 


"Who's a fuckhead?" Axl said, suddenly there in the doorway, his hair tied back with a blue bandana. His tattoos 
were visible because of the sleeveless T-shirt he wore over gleaming skintight black leather pants. Me and 
Stevie both glanced at him with looks of apprehension, but he didn't seem upset. He seemed mildly amused. 


"You, you late fuckhead motherfucker,” Steven said, but he was smiling now, Axl's appearance dissipating his 


anger. 


"Yeah, whatever, let's go," Axl said, walking toward the stage. 


We were all at a table in the corner of the bar we'd just done our set at, still high from the adrenaline of the 
show and whatever substances we had ingested. Izzy was nodding off against the wall, a full beer in a glass in 
front of him. Slash was clinging to his nearly empty bottle of Jack Daniels, and | was feeling the effects of 
drinking all day mixed with the adrenaline and a few lines of cocaine. Axl was the most sober, sipping a beer. 
The hard drugs fucked with his throat and his performance, so he pretty much left them alone, especially 
since we got signed. His drinking was normal, what | considered normal, and | had a pang of envy toward him 


and his sobriety. There were times | wanted that for myself but | had no idea how to get it. 


He seemed better, a little better than he had a few days ago. If | hadn't put all the pieces together about that 
frat party I'd have no idea at this point that anything had been wrong. | squinted at him, watching him take a 
long swallow of his drink, watching him watch groupie girls walk by in their little skirts and high heels, his eyes 
dropping from the top of their heads down their long legs and then up again, and | could see the spark of 


desire. 


| sipped my vodka and cranberry juice, my go to drink. | drank beer and wine when | was trying to be good, and 
| drank whiskey and tequila if that was all there was, but my body craved vodka and cranberry juice. It hit the 
spot. 


| knew Axl had had a rough childhood, although | didn't know all the gritty details, | assumed sexual abuse 
wasn't out of the question. Maybe he had practice at putting these kind of things behind him. | didn't think | 
should badger him about it and demand to know things if he wanted to be left alone and deal with it in his own 
way. If something did happen at that frat house, like | was pretty sure it did, would talking about it and reliving 


it even help? 


| didn't know. It hurt my head to think about it, and | sipped more vodka and cranberry juice, feeling the 
thoughts getting worn away. 


